The directionality debate in interpreting revolves around the question of whether and how (simultaneous) interpreters' performance differs when working from a second and into a first language compared to interpreting from a first and into a second language. Interpreting into a second language remains a controversial practice that has been dubbed "retour interpreting", "active interpreting", "service translation", or "inverse translation" (Pavlovič 2007) , terms that reflect the traditionally critical attitudes towards the practice. While many scholars argue in favour of either one of the two interpreting directions, often rejecting the opposite direction as producing interpreting of inferior quality, more recent research suggests that other, extralinguistic factors may have interpreting direction-specific effects on an interpreter's performance (Gile 2005) , which may explain contradictory findings in the literature. The pilot study reported on in this article examines the interaction between one such extralinguistic factor, namely interpreters' familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted, and interpreting direction by analysing the examination performances of eight interpreters following a postgraduate simultaneous interpreting course. The course participants were recorded interpreting speeches into both their first and second languages on familiar as well as unfamiliar topics; their individual performances were then compared on the basis of examiners' assessments of the individual renditions. The results provide support for the notion that interpreters' familiarity with the context of a speech does indeed have a direction-specific effect on interpreting quality and provides more consistent benefits for second-language interpreting than for first-language interpreting.
Introduction
The directionality debate in interpreting revolves around the question of whether and how interpreters' performance differs when working from a second and into a first language (firstlanguage interpreting) compared to interpreting from a first and into a second language (secondlanguage interpreting). Traditionally, conference interpreters have worked mainly into their first language or "A" language. The Directorate General for Interpretation, the European Commission's interpreting service, confirms that this remains the case in many institutions:
Normally, interpreters work into their mother tongue. Some interpreters know a second language well enough to be able to work into that language (second active or "B-language") from their mother tongue. This is called "retour" interpreting. The French word for return is universally employed. A small number of interpreters know their second active language so well that they are able to interpret into that language from all the languages in their language combination (Directorate General for Interpretation 2013).
In support of first-language interpreting as the exclusive interpreting direction, many practising interpreters and interpreter trainers in Western Europe have argued that interpreters can only produce a target language product of linguistically and idiomatically impeccable quality when working exclusively into their first language (Seleskovitch 1978) . Harris (1989:116) goes so far as to suggest that this preference for first-language interpreting can be considered a norm amongst Western European interpreting schools. This belief in the superiority of first-language interpreting follows from the assumption that an interpreter will always have better comprehension than production skills in a second language and that linguistically faultless target language production, particularly under conditions of stress, can only be achieved in a native language.
However, in South Africa, as in many countries worldwide, market dictates have begun influencing the working conditions of interpreters, who are increasingly being called upon to interpret into their second language as well as into their first language as a matter of course. As most conferences in South Africa are conducted mainly in English, necessitating interpreting into the African languages, Afrikaans, and/or European languages, interpreters with two working languages (one active native language and one active non-native language, typically English) are usually recruited for these assignments. These interpreters are then also routinely required to work into their active non-native languages.
Supporters of second-language interpreting have put forward a number of arguments in favour of this practice. Denissenko (1989) , for example, suggests that only second-language interpreting, where the interpreter receives the source language input in a native language, guarantees perfect comprehension of the message, and hence higher accuracy and completeness of the interpreted rendition. The validity of this argument has in turn been contested by proponents of first-language interpreting who believe that while it is not possible to acquire perfect production skills in a non-native language, interpreters do possess perfect comprehension skills in their second language, which guarantees accuracy and completeness during first-language interpreting, too. Furthermore, Viaggio (1991) argues that receiving the source language input in a native language does not necessarily result in better comprehension of the message or in improved accuracy and completeness of the interpreted rendition. This, Viaggio (1991) argues, is because a higher level of linguistic understanding of the source speech makes it more difficult for interpreters to detach themselves from the linguistic form of the message, resulting in lower quality of the target language output.
A second argument in favour of second-language interpreting involves Denissenko's (1989) suggestion that first-language interpreting can have detrimental effects on target language production, as the choice between many available target language phrases involves an additional effort for the interpreter. Lastly, Kalina (2005) argues from a listener's perspective that the presumably linguistically simpler target language rendition produced during secondlanguage interpreting may in fact be easier to follow, especially for non-native listeners.
The above theoretical arguments have tended to support one interpreting direction as the ideal one, often condemning the opposite direction as producing interpreting of inferior quality. However, a few remarks by practising interpreters suggest that there is no definite, clear-cut answer to the question of the preferable interpreting direction, as there are numerous extralinguistic factors that may determine whether and when any one interpreting direction is appropriate or not (Lim 2005; Chang 2005) . Little research has been conducted to confirm or disprove these intuitive statements and to determine to what extent such extralinguistic factors may indeed interact with interpreting direction. The present study therefore intends to shed some light on the possible interaction between two independent variables, namely interpreting direction and familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted. The dependent variable is the quality of interpreters' output in terms of content and language use.
Background

Directionality in interpreting
A number of scholars have set out to determine the ideal interpreting direction empirically. These studies approach the issue of directionality from various angles, including analyses of interpreters' preferences (e.g. Donovan 2004; Pavlovič 2007) , listeners' attitudes (e.g. Kurz 1993; Donovan 2004 ), the cognitive load experienced by interpreters in each interpreting direction (e.g. Kurz 1994; Hyönä et al. 1995) , features of the interpreters' output (e.g. Chang 2005; Tommola & Laakso 1997; Tommola & Helevä 1998) , and differences in strategies used during first-and second-language interpreting (e.g. Bartłomiejczyk 2006; Gumul 2006) .
In some of the above areas of investigation, various researchers reach corresponding results. For example, studies of listeners' attitudes suggest that listeners are largely unconcerned about second-language interpreting (Donovan 2002 (Donovan , 2004 Kurz 1993; Gile 1990 ) and that they consider other factors, such as interpreters' familiarity with the subject matter of the speech, to be more important. (It should be noted that respondents may not always be in a position to accurately assess certain aspects of interpreting performance such as accuracy or completeness. Hence, they may not be equipped to judge the effect of interpreting direction on interpreters' performance.)
However, results regarding many other aspects of interpreting direction remain inconclusive. For example, according to some surveys, interpreters themselves appear to favour first-language interpreting (Donovan 2002 (Donovan , 2004 Bartłomiejczyk 2004; Lim 2005; Chang 2005) , whereas other surveys suggest that interpreters are indifferent towards interpreting direction (Al-Salman & Al-Khanji 2002; Lim 2005; Pavlovič 2007 ).
Studies analysing interpreters' target language output usually distinguish between the two main features around which traditional theoretical arguments revolve, namely the quality of the interpreted product's language (grammar, idiom, vocabulary) and the content of the interpreter's output (accuracy, completeness). While most empirical studies concur that language quality is higher during first-language interpreting (Chang 2005; Darò et al. 1996) , findings regarding the content accuracy of the interpreter's output are conflicting. Some authors find that accuracy is higher during second-than during first-language interpreting (Tommola & Helevä 1998) , a finding that is in line with the arguments of theorists who are in support of second-language interpreting. Sometimes, interpreters achieve similar accuracy during firstand second-language interpreting (Tommola & Laakso 1997) , and sometimes interpreters produce more accurate output during first-language interpreting (Chang 2005) .
Other factors interacting with directionality
A possible explanation for these contradictory findings is that, as suggested by practising interpreters, other variables have interacted with directionality to affect interpreters' performances during first-and second-language interpreting in the above studies, possibly offsetting any assumed effects of interpreting direction. Gile (2005:17) too explains that "[i]t is possible, and even plausible, that the effects of language mastery are smaller, and sometimes much smaller, than the effects of other variables".
Some of the above studies point towards a number of variables that may plausibly interact with directionality. These variables, which are discussed in more detail below, include the listeners' linguistic backgrounds, the interpreter's level of expertise, the specific languages from and into which interpreting takes place, interpreters' attitudes towards first-and second-language interpreting, and interpreters' familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted.
Regarding the linguistic background of the listeners, Gile (1990) points out that speakers of some languages may simply be more lenient in their assessment of interpreters than others. The anglophone respondents in his study are less critical in their assessment of interpreting quality than are those respondents that belong to francophone language communities.
Studies on the quality of interpreters' output indicate a possible influence of interpreters' varying levels of expertise on their performance in different interpreting directions, too. The participants in many of the studies that point towards higher or similar quality during secondlanguage interpreting are trainee interpreters rather than professionals (Tommola & Helevä 1998; Tommola & Laakso 1997) . Barik (1994) observes in his study that trainees perform better when interpreting into their second than into their first language, which is not the case for professional interpreters. Bartłomiejczyk (2004) finds, furthermore, that trainee interpreters usually have more confidence in their second-language interpreting skills than professional interpreters do.
Certain particularities of a specific language combination may also affect interpreters' performances in different interpreting directions. Al-Salman and Al-Khanji (2002) , for example, argue that Arabic poses particular problems as a target language even to native Arabic speakers due to the differences between the colloquial and formal registers of the language. Kurz and Färber (2003) find that German/English interpreters use anticipation more frequently and more successfully during second-language interpreting. This finding could result from the general requirements of interpreting from a subject-object-verb language into a subject-verbobject language. It may thus be unrelated to the question of interpreters' native and non-native languages.
Interpreters' preferences regarding interpreting direction show that a country's dominant attitude towards second-language interpreting, as well as the status of interpreters' working languages, tends to influence interpreters' opinions on second-language interpreting. It is noteworthy that those surveys in which interpreters are found to prefer first-language interpreting rely mainly on interpreters from Western European interpreting schools or members of the International Association of Conference Interpreters (AIIC) as respondents (Donovan 2002 (Donovan , 2004 Bartłomiejczyk 2004; Chang 2005) . Those studies in which interpreters are found to be indifferent towards interpreting direction work with languages such as Arabic (Al-Salman & Al-Khanji 2002) , Korean (Lim 2005) , and Croatian (Pavlovič 2007) . Furthermore, in most cases, respondents do not categorically reject or support second-language interpreting, but rather suggest that the amount of training received in a specific interpreting direction (Donovan 2004 ) as well as an interpreter's mastery of the second language (Bartłomiejczyk 2004 ) and the context of the source language speech (Chang 2005 ) must be considered when deciding whether second-language interpreting is acceptable.
Finally, clients as well as practising interpreters maintain that interpreters' familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted may have a sometimes overriding effect on their performance in different interpreting directions (Donovan 2002; Chang 2005; Lim 2005) , possibly compensating for the linguistic shortcomings of either of the two interpreting directions. Gile (1993:71) concurs that "the better the extra-linguistic knowledge, the less knowledge of the language is required to reach the same level of comprehension", as long as some minimum level of both linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge is present. This extralinguistic variable is discussed in more detail in the following section.
Familiarity with the context
While there is little research about the interaction between interpreters' familiarity with the context and first-and second-language interpreting, respectively, some authors provide empirical evidence in support of the benefits of context familiarity as such on interpreter performance. Dose (2014) , for example, demonstrates that interpreters' transfer of cohesive links from the source into the target language is more successful (i.e. resulting in cohesive relations in the target language speech that resemble those in the source language speech) when interpreters are familiar with the topic of the speech to be interpreted. Al-Salman and Al-Khanji (2002) find that interpreters apply more successful interpreting strategies when they are familiar with the context of the source language speech; Vuorikoski (2004:236) finds that renditions by interpreters who are unfamiliar with the context of the source language speech include more omissions and errors than those by interpreters who are familiar with the context.
Although context familiarity per se may positively affect interpreting performance, it is not clear to what extent it can compensate for the comprehension and/or production gaps that interpreters presumably experience when they interpret in different directions. For example, according to some interpreting scholars, either the presumably limited production skills during second-language interpreting or the presumably limited comprehension levels during firstlanguage interpreting (or possibly both) may benefit from interpreters' familiarity with the context. Setton (2004:15) notes the benefits of "acquiring the local and specialised contexts" relating to the event to be interpreted and argues that a greater understanding of such contexts may to some extent compensate for a gap in second-language production proficiency. Gile (2009:83) makes a similar point regarding the interpreter's comprehension of a non-native source language when he states that "it may be possible to achieve a relatively high level of comprehension even with a relatively low level of linguistic knowledge provided the level of extralinguistic knowledge is high and vice versa".
However, there is as yet no evidence indicating whether interpreters' familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted indeed has any interpreting direction-specific effect on the quality of the interpreter's output. This article suggests that interpreters' context familiarity may have a different effect on second-language interpreting than on first-language interpreting. Assessments of participants' examination performances by two professional interpreter trainers serve as data.
Methodology
This study analyses the effect that interpreters' familiarity with the context of the speech to be interpreted has on their performances in the two interpreting directions. The analysis examines experienced interpreter trainers' assessments of eight interpreters' performances during a simultaneous interpreting examination based on a standardised rubric. It presents support for the notion that interpreters' familiarity with the context has an interpreting direction-specific effect on these interpreters' performance. The following section summarises information relating to the participating interpreters as well as the data collection process.
Participants
Eight interpreters who had participated in the eight-week postgraduate short course Introduction to Conference Interpreting 11 at the Wits Language School, University of the Witwatersrand in September 2012 were assessed by two professional interpreter trainers (not including the author) during the practical examination following the course. The course consisted of a six-week online component and a subsequent two-week masterclass and was conducted by an AIIC interpreter trainer.
The linguistic and extralinguistic profiles of the participating interpreters were established during the duration of the course by means of interviews based on the Language Experience and Proficiency Questionnaire developed by Marian, Blumenfeld, and Kaushanskaya (2007) . Brief profiles of each participating interpreter are provided in Table 1 below. All eight participants are able to interpret in both interpreting directions, i.e. from English into Afrikaans and from Afrikaans into English (participants A1m, A2m, and A3f); from English into French and from French into English (participants F1m, F2m, F3m, and F4f); and from English into German and from German into English (participant G1f). 
Interpreting tasks
Setton (2004) divides the context from which an interpreter's performance may benefit into two types: the "specialised context" refers to the topic or subject matter discussed in the speech, and the "local context" refers to the setting, genre, participants, and aims of the event. This article focuses on the interaction between the specialised context, i.e. interpreters' familiarity with the topic or subject matter discussed in the speech, and interpreting direction. There are therefore two independent variables, namely interpreting direction and context familiarity. Each independent variable consists of two levels: first-and second-language interpreting for interpreting direction, and familiar and unfamiliar subjects for context familiarity. The dependent variable is the quality of the interpreters' output as assessed by the two examiners.
In order to obtain interpreting performances for the two independent variables and each of their two levels, all participants were assessed on their simultaneous interpretations of four different source language speeches. That is, they performed first-and second-language interpreting of speeches representing a familiar and an unfamiliar topic each:
First-language interpreting Second-language interpreting First-language interpreting Second-language interpreting
The familiar and unfamiliar source language speeches dealt with the following topics:
of a speech on a familiar topic of a speech on an unfamiliar topic The speeches practised during the preceding two-week masterclass mainly focused on the 'familiar' topics on the left-hand side of the table, resulting in interpreters' increased familiarity with these topics. The 'unfamiliar' topics on the right-hand side of the table were not practised during the course, and the interviews with the participating interpreters confirmed that they had not gained any extensive familiarity with such topics through interpreting experience, formal study or personal interests.
Shortcomings of source speeches
All speeches are comparable in length, i.e. approximately ten minutes long. Furthermore, although the speeches are not all exactly equal in terms of source speech input rate, all except the Afrikaans source language speeches can be classified as "slow" according to Sandrelli and Bendazzoli's (2005:4) categorisation of input rates in simultaneous interpreting. Therefore, these speeches are considered to present the interpreters with similar input rates. The Afrikaans source speeches both fall into the "medium" input rate category. This means that input rate constitutes a confounding variable for participants A1m, A2m, and A3f, for whom the source speech used during second-language interpreting may be considered more difficult in terms of input rate. This fact may be offset to some extent by the fact that lexical density (LD) is lower for the two Afrikaans speeches than for the two English speeches. Lexical density is also lower for the two French source speeches than it is for the two English source speeches. This makes the English source speeches used during first-language interpreting more difficult in terms of lexical density than the French source speeches used during second-language interpreting.
As far as type/token ratio (TTR) is concerned, there is little variation between the Afrikaans, English, and French source speeches; however, the type/token ratio is higher for the (familiar and unfamiliar) German speeches (48.3 and 49.6 respectively) than for the (familiar and unfamiliar) English speeches (43.2 and 43.4 respectively), possibly making second-language interpreting the more difficult direction for this language combination. For the other language combinations, the differences are less severe and therefore less likely to constitute a confounding variable. Table 3 below summarises the input rate and type/token ratio for all source speeches used during the examination.
Input rate, lexical density, and type/token ratio could unfortunately not be controlled for in the present small-scale study, as the source speeches were selected by the examiners without the researcher's involvement. It is possible that differences in input rate, lexical density, and type/token ratio of the individual source speeches may have affected interpreter performance in some cases. These cases will be pointed out in the data analysis sections below. 
Measuring instrument
The interpreting performances of all eight participants were assessed immediately after each performance by the same two examiners, who are both highly experienced conference interpreters as well as interpreter trainers, and not including the author of the present study, as mentioned above. Marks were allocated according to a standardised rubric consisting of the following categories, with a possible total of 50 marks: Each examiner scored each interpreting performance individually according to the above rubric. This was followed by a discussion between the two examiners after the interpreting performance to arrive at a single consensus mark. Although the examiners were not given access to the questionnaire or interview results that were used to assess the participants' linguistic backgrounds, they could make assumptions about the participants' mother tongues based on their accents and names.
Data analysis
This section examines the marks awarded to the participating interpreters for their renditions of the four speeches that they interpreted during the exam. The analysis of the assessments of the interpreted renditions focuses on the "Language" and "Content" categories of the assessment rubric described above, as these two categories represent the two factors around which proponents of first-and second-language interpreting have constructed their main arguments. For the purposes of the analysis below, the total marks that were awarded to interpreters for the "Language" category and the "Content" category were converted to percentages. Only the total marks awarded for these two categories were considered, and the marks given for the subcategories under both "Language" and "Content" were not analysed individually. As the sample of interpreters was too small to allow for statistical testing, a level of significance of 5% was chosen. This means that a mark that differs by at least 5% from another mark is considered to constitute a difference in interpreting performance. Marks that differ by less than 5% are considered to indicate similar interpreting performances.
Below, the effect of interpreting direction per se on the language and content of the interpreters' output is analysed. In section 4.1, the marks that interpreters obtained in these two categories for first-language interpreting (of both the familiar and the unfamiliar speeches combined) are compared to the marks obtained for second-language interpreting (of both the familiar and the unfamiliar speeches combined). Section 4.2 analyses the effect of interpreters' context familiarity on the language and content of the interpreters' output by comparing the marks awarded in these two categories for interpreting the familiar speeches (in both interpreting directions combined) and the unfamiliar speeches (in both interpreting directions combined). Lastly, section 4.3 examines whether, according to the examiners' assessments of the content and language of the interpreters' output, context familiarity has an interpreting directionspecific effect on the interpreters' performance. This is done by examining the marks awarded to the interpreters for each of the four speeches individually.
Interpreting direction
Language
Comparing participants' language marks (consisting of the individual categories vocabulary and diction and grammar, coherence, and register) awarded for the two (familiar and unfamiliar) speeches interpreted into their first language to the language marks awarded for the two (familiar and unfamiliar) speeches interpreted into their second language indicates that the majority of interpreters perform better during first-language interpreting as far as the language criterion is concerned. As Figure 1 indicates, seven of the eight interpreters were awarded higher language marks in this interpreting direction, and only one interpreter (G1f) -who has spent an extended period of time living outside of a country in which her native language is spoken -was awarded the same language mark in both interpreting directions. None of the participants was awarded a higher language mark for second-language interpreting. Figure 1 below presents the marks each individual participant was awarded for the first-and secondlanguage renditions, showing that almost all participants perform better in first-language interpreting. Although the difference in marks awarded is quite small at only 5% in the case of F4f, the difference ranges from 10-20% for the other interpreters. This finding suggests that language quality is indeed higher during first-language interpreting. It must be pointed out that A1m, A2m, and A3f's better performances during first-language interpreting may have been affected by the fact that the input rate of the speech to be interpreted into the participants' first language was slow, whereas the input rate for the speech to be interpreted into the participants' second language was medium. However, for the French and German participants, input rates were comparable and the differences in marks cannot be attributed to different input rates. Furthermore, the German interpreter performed equally well during first-and second-language interpreting, despite the fact that second-language interpreting presented her with a source speech with a higher type/token ratio.
Figure 1: Effect of interpreting direction on language quality
Content
The findings regarding the content mark for the two different interpreting directions are less clear-cut. As illustrated in Figure 2 , five interpreters achieved a higher content mark during first-language interpreting, two interpreters (F1m and F4f) were awarded a higher content mark for second-language interpreting, and one interpreter (A2m) was awarded the same content mark for both interpreting directions. Although the majority of participants therefore perform better during first-language interpreting, three participants perform equally well or even better during second-language interpreting. In addition, the differences in marks between first-and second-language interpreting are relatively small, at only 5% in the case of A1m and F3m. In other cases, such as that of F2m, the difference is as large as 25%. (The German interpreter's better performance during first-language interpreting may be attributed to the fact that the source speech in this direction contained a lower type/token ratio. However, the Afrikaans interpreters, for whom first-language interpreting presented a slower input rate, achieved mixed results; as did the French interpreters, for whom neither input rate nor type/token ratio can be considered confounding variables.) Figure 2 below presents the marks awarded to each individual participant for his or her first-and second-language renditions and reflects the mixed nature of the results. In line with the conflicting findings evident in the literature, some interpreters therefore produce better output during first-language interpreting, while others perform better or equally well during second-language interpreting. This conflicting finding is analysed in more detail in section 4.3 below. 
Language
Comparing participants' language marks for the two familiar speeches (into interpreters' first and second languages) to their language marks for the two unfamiliar speeches (into interpreters' first and second languages) again yields conflicting results, which are illustrated in Figure 3 below. Three interpreters (F1m, F2m, and F4f) achieve a higher language mark for interpreting the familiar speeches; two interpreters (A1m and A3f) are awarded higher marks for interpreting the unfamiliar speeches; and three interpreters (A2m, F3m, and G1f) achieve the same mark regardless of their level of familiarity with the topic of the speech. Hence, there appears to be no consistent benefit of topic familiarity on the language quality of the output produced by the participants in this study according to the examiners' assessment. (Neither input rate nor type/token ratio constitute confounding variables as far as the familiar/unfamiliar comparison is concerned, as the familiar and unfamiliar source speeches are comparable in terms of input rate and type/token ratio.) 
Content
Results are equally inconsistent regarding the content marks awarded. Figure 4 shows that four interpreters (F1m, F2m, F3m, and F4f) achieve higher marks when familiar with the topics of the source speeches; one interpreter (G1f) achieves a higher mark when unfamiliar with the topic of the source speech; and three interpreters (A1m, A2m, and A3f) are awarded the same marks regardless of their degree of familiarity with the topics of the source speeches. Therefore, the findings regarding the content of the interpreters' output under different levels of context familiarity are as conflicting as those regarding language quality. (Neither input rate nor type/token ratio constitute confounding variables as far as the familiar/unfamiliar comparison is concerned, as the familiar and unfamiliar source speeches are comparable in terms of input rate and type/token ratio.) It can be concluded that the linguistic quality of participants' output (assessed via the "Language" category on the rubric) appears to be affected by interpreting direction, with the majority of interpreters achieving higher quality during first-language interpreting. Topic familiarity, on the other hand, has no consistent effect on language quality. (It should be noted that, as these results are based on the marks awarded to students during their examination, the findings may have been biased by examiners' assumptions regarding the participants' native languages based on their accents and names.)
Results regarding the content of interpreters' output (assessed via the "Content" category on the rubric) are conflicting, as is existing literature on this issue (Tommola & Helevä 1998; Tommola & Laakso 1997; Chang 2005) , and no consistent trend regarding the effects of either interpreting direction or topic familiarity can be identified. The content marks achieved by participants during the four individual interpreting situations are hence examined more closely below in order to determine to what extent topic familiarity may affect interpreter performance differently during first-and second-language interpreting and therefore possibly account for the conflicting findings in this as well as other studies on directionality.
Interaction between topic familiarity and interpreting direction: Content
If extralinguistic knowledge or context familiarity can compensate for linguistic gaps in comprehension, as argued by Gile (2009:83) , then a higher level of familiarity would arguably impact positively on first-language interpreting, where comprehension takes place in a nonnative language. Setton (2004:15) in addition argues that an understanding of the context could also compensate for interpreters' gaps in second-language production proficiency. This would imply that second-language interpreting, during which production takes place in a non-native language, may also benefit from interpreters' context familiarity. If one of the two interpreting directions benefits more than the other from context familiarity, then this could explain why studies on directionality that do not control for this factor often produce conflicting results. The following sections examine whether familiarity with the topic had an interpreting directionspecific effect on the performance of the interpreters in this study.
Topic familiarity during first-language interpreting
The content marks indicate that in the case of first-language interpreting, four interpreters (F1m, F2m, F3m, and F4f) are awarded higher content marks when they are familiar with the topic, whereas four interpreters (A1m, A2m, A3f, and G1f) achieve higher content marks for their renditions of speeches on unfamiliar topics. Figure 5 illustrates the effect of topic familiarity on first-language interpreting. The fact that the four interpreters who are awarded higher marks when familiar with the topic are French and the four interpreters who perform better when unfamiliar with the topic are Afrikaans and German may create the impression that the differences in performance are caused by differences between the source speeches. However, it must be emphasised that this is not the case, as all eight interpreters interpreted the same (English) source language speeches into their respective first languages. These English speeches are highly comparable in terms of input rate (101 words per minute for the familiar speech and 106 words per minute for the unfamiliar speech) and type/token ratio (43.2 for the familiar speech and 43.4 for the unfamiliar speech). Language-pair-specific factors, as argued by Al-Salman and Al-Khanji (2002) and Kurz and Färber (2003) , may however have played a role.
As some interpreters perform better when interpreting a familiar topic into their first language, and others perform better when interpreting an unfamiliar topic into their first language, there appears to be no consistent effect of topic familiarity on the content of the interpreters' output during first-language interpreting. 
Topic familiarity during second-language interpreting
During second-language interpreting, on the other hand, seven interpreters achieve higher content marks for their renditions of the familiar speeches, and only one interpreter (G1f) receives the same content mark for the speeches dealing with the familiar and unfamiliar topics. This finding, illustrated in Figure 6 , suggests that, although interpreters' level of familiarity with the topics of the source speeches does not consistently affect their performance during first-language interpreting (section 4.3.1), it may have an effect on their performance during second-language interpreting. Note that as the sets of familiar and unfamiliar source speeches are comparable in terms of input rate and type/token ratio, these variables cannot be considered responsible for these results. 
Discussion
The above finding suggests that familiarity with the topic of the speech to be interpreted is more relevant for an interpreter working into a non-native language than it is during first-language interpreting, at least as far as the content of the message is concerned. Therefore, although the linguistic quality of participants' output is higher during first-language interpreting, interpreting direction cannot serve as the main indicator of interpreting performance in terms of the content of the target language output. It emerges that interpreting direction cannot be considered in isolation. Instead, it appears that topic familiarity is more likely to be beneficial for interpreters working into their second language, but has a less consistent effect on first-language interpreting.
One plausible explanation for this finding is Setton's (2004) suggestion that topic familiarity may compensate for linguistic gaps at the level of non-native target language production. It is possible that participants in this study already comprehend input in their non-native and native languages equally well, but that differences exist between native and non-native production in the two different interpreting directions. This may be the reason that interpreters' topic familiarity has more of a compensatory effect on non-native production proficiency during second-language interpreting than on non-native comprehension during first-language interpreting. Godjins and Fabbro (2002) support the notion that problems in interpreting are more likely to occur in non-native production than in non-native comprehension. This may explain why the positive effect of topic familiarity may be more noticeable during secondlanguage interpreting.
The above idea that context familiarity compensates more for shortcomings in second language speech production during second-language interpreting than it compensates for shortcomings in second language comprehension during first-language interpreting may also support the notion that, in simultaneous interpreting, target speech production requires more processing capacity than source speech comprehension (Gile 2005) . The benefits of topic familiarity would therefore be more noticeable at this level, which may be why less consistent benefits are Familiar Unfamiliar obtained by compensating for the (presumably inferior) second-language comprehension capacity during first-language interpreting than by compensating for the (presumably inferior) second-language production capacity during second-language interpreting. Gile (2005) argues that second-language interpreting may be considered more demanding in terms of processing capacity if one assumes that the production effort requires more capacity than the listening effort, and that both comprehension and production require more processing capacity in a second than in a first language. As second-language interpreting benefits most from topic familiarity, and assuming that this is due to the fact that topic familiarity compensates for the gaps in the interpreter's non-native production, this may indicate that production does indeed take up more processing capacity than listening in simultaneous interpreting.
Another conceivable explanation for the finding that topic familiarity holds greater benefits for second-than for first-language interpreting is the possibility that during second-language interpreting, interpreters allocate such a large proportion of their processing capacity to nonnative production that only a comparatively small amount of processing capacity remains available for comprehension. This creates a native source language comprehension gap, which can consequently be compensated for by interpreters' topic familiarity. Gile (1993) makes a similar argument, suggesting that an interpreter with greater increased extralinguistic knowledge may need less knowledge of the language to achieve comprehension. Gumul (2006: slide no. 25) finds that interpreters explicitate more during second-language interpreting; and suggests along similar lines that during this interpreting direction, interpreters allocate all available processing capacity to the production effort. This necessitates the more frequent use of interpreting strategies such as parallel reformulation in order to overcome source speech comprehension gaps. During first-language interpreting, on the other hand, less processing capacity is required for target-language production (which takes place in the interpreter's first language), meaning that more capacity remains available for comprehension, which then needs to rely to a lesser extent on topic familiarity.
Lastly, it must be pointed out that the amounts of processing capacity required for source speech comprehension and for target language production may in fact be dynamic and differ from interpreter to interpreter or be affected by various other factors such as the source language speaker and the language pair (Gile 2005 ). The precise cognitive processes that lead to the above interpreting performances are therefore difficult to establish. However, the results of the present study suggest that interpreting direction should not be considered in isolation. Other variables may have an effect on interpreters' performance in different interpreting directions and may interact differently with one interpreting direction than with another.
Conclusion
In conclusion, as far as the content of the target language message is concerned, interpreting direction per se appears not to be the main predictor of interpreter performance based on the examiners' assessments. Language quality, on the other hand, is higher during first-language interpreting than during second-language interpreting and is therefore affected by interpreting direction. Increased linguistic quality during first-language interpreting is consistent with the findings of other studies, such as Chang (2005) and Darò et al. (1996) . The preference traditionally given to first-language interpreting therefore seems valid only as far as the linguistic quality of the interpreter's output is concerned. Even though professional interpreters tend to consider linguistic quality to be important, focusing on aspects such as correct grammatical usage, the users of interpreting services have been shown to attach much less value to this feature of the interpreted message (Kurz 1993) . The preference given to first-language interpreting hence does not appear justified in terms of the content of the interpreters' output. Regarding linguistic quality, the advantages of first-language interpreting can be considered of minor relevance as far as users' quality perceptions are concerned.
The present small-scale study suggests that the content accuracy of the target-language rendition may not be affected consistently by interpreting direction or by topic familiarity per se. Instead, it may benefit from topic familiarity (obtained in this case through topic-specific interpreter training) during second-language interpreting in particular. Topic familiarity appears to provide more consistent benefits during second-than during first-language interpreting. The present findings therefore provide support for Donovan's (2004) suggestion that an interpreter's background knowledge could be more important during second-than during first-language interpreting. The above findings may also provide an explanation for the inconsistency in the literature regarding the effect of interpreting direction on the content of interpreters' output (discussed in section 2.1). The fact that content has been found by various scholars to be superior during second-language interpreting (Tommola & Helevä 1998) , during first-language interpreting (Chang 2005) , or to be unaffected by interpreting direction (Tommola & Laakso 1997) could be the result of the fact that topic familiarity (or possibly other extralinguistic factors) in these studies has interacted with interpreting direction to affect the success with which the content of the source speech is transferred into the target language.
As the results of the present pilot study suggest that there may be a possible interaction between interpreting direction and interpreters' familiarity with the topic of the speech to be interpreted, more studies using larger samples of interpreters need to be carried out in order to confirm these initial findings. Future studies should carefully control for source speech variables such as input rate, type/token ratio, and lexical density in order to preclude any confounding effect of these variables. They may possibly also measure interpreter performance using instruments other than the possibly somewhat subjective assessment process. The interaction between interpreting direction and other extralinguistic variables that have been suggested to be relevant to the issue of interpreting direction, such as interpreters' level of expertise, language pair-specific factors, or the degree of technicality of the source speech, should also be investigated. Once more information regarding the interaction of interpreting direction with other extralinguistic factors is available, more accurate statements regarding the superiority of any one interpreting direction can be made.
